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Abstract 

Background:  Wildfire mitigation is becoming increasingly urgent, but despite the availability of mitigation tools, 
such as prescribed fire, managed wildfire, and mechanical thinning, the USA has been unable to scale up mitigation. 
Limited agency capacity, inability to work across jurisdictions, lack of public support, and procedural delays have all 
been cited as barriers to mitigation. But in the context of limited resources and increasing urgency, how should agen-
cies prioritize investments to address these barriers?

Results:  To better understand different investments for scaling up mitigation, we examined how the wildfire prob-
lem is framed, building on existing social science demonstrating that agency approaches depend in part on how 
problems are framed. Using national-level policy documents and in-depth interviews, we found three ways of framing 
the barriers to scaling up mitigation, each emphasizing certain aspects of the problem and prioritizing different solu-
tions or investments. The first framing, the Usual Suspects, focused on inadequate resources, cumbersome procedural 
requirements, delays due to litigation, and lack of public support. The solutions—to increase funding, streamline 
NEPA, limit litigation, and educate the public—suggest that more resources and fewer restrictions will enable agen-
cies to scale up mitigation. The second framing, Agency-Agency Partnerships, focused on the ways that organizational 
structure and capacity constrain the development of effective cross-boundary collaboration. Here solutions prioritized 
organizational changes and capacity building to enable agencies to navigate different missions and build trust in 
order to develop shared priorities. The third framing, Engaging the Public, focused on lack of public support for mitiga-
tion, the need for meaningful public engagement and multi-stakeholder collaboration, and investments to build 
support to scale up mitigation.

Conclusions:  This analysis reveals that investing in collaborative capacity to advance agency-agency partnerships 
and public engagement might not slow down mitigation, but rather enable agencies to “go slow to go fast” by build-
ing the support and mechanisms necessary to increase the pace and scale of mitigation work. Reframing the wildfire 
problem through a careful analysis of competing frames and the underlying assumptions that privilege particular 
solutions can reveal a broader suite of solutions that address the range of key barriers.

Keywords:  Fuel treatment, Natural resource collaboration, Wildfire governance, Wildfire planning and policy, Wildfire 
risk mitigation, Wildfire social science
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Background
On January 18, 2022, the USDA Forest Service 
announced a 10-year plan to reduce wildfire “risk to 
people, communities, natural resources, and other val-
ues at the scale of wildfire risk” by treating an additional 
20 million acres of National Forest System land and 30 
million acres of other “Federal, State, Tribal, and pri-
vate lands in the west” by 2032 (USDA 2022:3-4). This 
ambitious plan is in response to fire seasons becoming 
longer, drier, and more intense, in part due to climate 
change (Abatzoglou and Williams 2016). Longer fire sea-
sons and larger fires have led to more smoke, which has 
contributed to increasing PM2.5 (fine particulate mat-
ter) exposure in the Western US (Burke et al. 2020). Fur-
ther, approximately 50 million US homes are now in the 
wildland-urban interface, with 1 million added every 3 
years (Burke et  al. 2020), putting an increasing amount 
of infrastructure at risk from wildland fire. The eco-
nomic and health impacts of wildland fires are projected 
to worsen and the cost of fire suppression has skyrock-
eted (Bowman et al. 2020, Burke et al. 2020, Roman et al. 
2020).

While a number of wildfire risk mitigation tools are 
available, including prescribed fire, managed wildfire, and 
mechanical thinning, there has been an “under-invest-
ment” in mitigation, especially “given the massive overall 
growth in wildfire risk” (Burke et al. 2020:2). Part of this 
needed investment is monetary, which is why the Forest 
Service is planning to spend $2.42 billion for fuels related 
projects through 2026 (Gabbert 2022). But the barriers to 
scaling up wildfire risk mitigation are more than financial. 
For instance, prescribed fire is regarded as a highly effec-
tive and relatively inexpensive tool for mitigating wildfire 
risk, but the use of prescribed fire has not increased over 
the last 20 years (Kolden 2019). And despite the benefits 
of managed wildfire, more than 95% of wildfires are sup-
pressed (USDA 2015). Additionally, scaling up mitigation 
means more than increasing the number of acres treated, 
because the impact of mitigation depends on the location 
and type of treatment (Charnley et al. 2015).

Scaling up mitigation can be challenging because it 
often requires substantial collaboration across agencies 
and ownerships to implement at a landscape scale, espe-
cially in the case of prescribed fire (Quinn-Davidson and 

Resumen 

Antecedentes:  La mitigación de incendios es una tarea urgente, aunque a pesar de la disponibilidad de herramien-
tas de mitigación, tales como quemas prescriptas, manejo del fuego, y raleos mecánicos, EEUU no ha sido aún capaz 
de aumentar proporcionalmente la mitigación de sus incendios. Las limitaciones en las capacidades de las agencias, 
la inhabilidad de trabajar entre jurisdicciones, la falta de apoyo de la sociedad, y demoras en los procedimientos, han 
sido citados como barreras para la mitigación. Ahora bien, en el contexto de recursos limitados e incrementos en las 
urgencias, ¿cómo deberían las agencias priorizar las inversiones para enfrentar esas barreras?

Resultados:  Para entender mejor las distintas inversiones para aumentar proporcionalmente las tareas de mitigación, 
examinamos cómo el problema de los incendios es enmarcado y construido en la ciencia social existente, dem-
ostrando que los enfoques de las agencias dependen, en parte, en cómo esos problemas son abordados. Usando doc-
umentos de políticas públicas y entrevistas profundas e intuitivas, encontramos tres vías de enmarcar las barreras para 
aumentar proporcionalmente la mitigación, cada una enfocando ciertos aspectos del problema y priorizando difer-
entes soluciones o inversiones. El primer enfoque, las “Sospechas Habituales”, estuvo orientado hacia la inadecuación 
de los recursos, procedimientos incómodos, demoras debidas a litigios, y la falta de respaldo público. Las soluciones 
-incrementar los recursos, simplificar los procedimientos de la ley ambiental, limitar los litigios, y educar al público- sug-
ieren que más recursos y menos restricciones permitirán a las agencias aumentar proporcionalmente la mitigación. 
El segundo enfoque “Asociación Agencia-Agencia”, se orientó en la forma en que la estructura organizacional y su 
capacidad condicionan el desarrollo de una colaboración efectiva entre agencias. La solución aquí prioriza los cambios 
organizacionales y la capacidad de construcción para permitir a las agencias acometer diferentes misiones y crear con-
fianza para poder desarrollar prioridades compartidas. El tercer enfoque “Comprometer al Público” se enfoca en la falta 
de apoyo del público para la mitigación, y la necesidad de atraer al público y la colaboración de diferentes ciudadanos 
interesados, en realizar aportes necesarios para construir aportes para el desarrollo de prioridades de mitigación.

Conclusiones:  Este análisis revela que la inversión en capacidad colaborativa para avanzar en la asociación agencia-
agencia y el compromiso público puede no reducir la mitigación, más sin embargo permitir a las agencias “ir despa-
cio para ir más rápido” para construir el soporte y mecanismos necesarios para incrementar la velocidad y la escala 
del trabajo de mitigación. Reencuadrar el problema de los incendios forestales a través de un cuidadoso análisis de 
encajes competitivos y suposiciones subyacentes que privilegie soluciones particulares, puede revelar un más amplio 
conjunto de soluciones que atienda el rango de barreras claves.
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Varner 2012). Other barriers to prescribed fire include 
lack of capacity and inadequate funding, lack of agency 
direction, political conflict, lack of public support, air 
quality regulations and narrow burn windows, environ-
mental laws, and liability issues (Miller et al. 2022, Schultz 
et  al. 2019a, Quinn-Davidson and Varner 2012, Cleaves 
et al. 2000). Proposed mitigation projects can also be con-
troversial and agencies often struggle to advance propos-
als that meet the needs of various groups with competing 
values and interests (Mylek and Schirmer 2020, Oster-
gren et  al.  2006). Further, fuel treatments that focus on 
the wildland-urban interface are much more visible and 
thus subject to increased public scrutiny (Brenkert-Smith 
et al. 2019).

Public confidence in agencies and perceptions of man-
ager competence to implement fuel treatment are asso-
ciated with increased social acceptability of smoke, 
prescribed fire, and mechanical thinning (Toman et  al. 
2011, Olsen et al. 2017). People who are familiar with for-
est conditions and fuel treatment techniques are more 
likely to trust agencies and support proposed mitigation 
actions (Toman et  al. 2013, McCaffrey et  al. 2013, Diaz 
et al. 2016). And residents in the wildland urban interface 
specifically prefer active management to reduce fuels over 
no action (Toman et al. 2013). However, numerous studies 
indicate that public outreach and education alone are not 
sufficient to increase support for specific fuel treatment 
proposals (Brunson and Shindler 2004, McCaffrey 2004, 
McCaffrey and Olsen 2012, Brenkert-Smith et  al. 2017, 
Dupéy and Smith 2018, Wilson et al. 2018).

Public support for proposed fuel treatments is highly 
contingent on relationships between the public and agen-
cies, specifically trust in those agencies, which can be 
improved through long-term, meaningful engagement with 
the public (Vaske et  al. 2007, Brenkert-Smith 2010, Olsen 
2010, Toman et al. 2011, McCaffrey et al. 2013, Toman et al. 
2014, Olsen et al. 2017). More specifically, formal collabo-
ratives, informal interactions, and especially early public 
involvement through open and transparent decision-mak-
ing processes increase public trust (McCaffrey et al. 2013). 
However, public engagement only builds trust in agencies 
when the public views these opportunities as meaningful 
and when agencies clearly take public input into account in 
decision-making (Olsen 2010, Olsen and Sharp 2013).

In the absence of a shared understanding of the fire 
problem, Brenkert-Smith et al. (2019) suggest that public 
opposition and litigation will continue to delay and pre-
vent implementation of mitigation projects. In fact, agen-
cies have long-argued that appeals and lawsuits, along 
with the planning and analysis mandated by the National 
Environmental Policy Act (NEPA), have prevented them 
from addressing wildfire risk, concerns that led to lim-
its on administrative appeals in the 2003 Healthy Forests 

Restoration Act (Ostergren et  al.  2006). Interestingly, 
while there is public support for streamlining appeals, liti-
gation, and environmental review, to speed the implemen-
tation of fuel treatments, public support is even stronger 
for more meaningful involvement of local communities 
and residents in the planning and decision-making pro-
cess around mitigation (Ostergren et al. 2006).

Given the myriad barriers that have been identified, 
how should government agencies prioritize their limited 
resources? Which investments can effectively scale up 
mitigation work? According to Crow et al. (2017a), agency 
approaches to natural hazards like wildfire depend in 
part on the way in which narratives frame a problem and 
advance a particular solution. More specifically, how a prob-
lem is framed can influence the types of solutions that are 
pursued (Crow et  al. 2017b, Stone 1989). As such, under-
standing how the problem of wildfire is framed is critical 
to identifying the suite of solutions being advanced. Frames 
help us organize and understand the world, allowing us to 
shape the problems we encounter (Gray 2003). According to 
Gray (2003), “frames are used to (1) define issues, (2) shape 
what action should be taken and by whom, (3) protect one-
self, (4) justify a stance we are taking on an issue, and (5) 
mobilize people to take or refrain from action on issues.”

Framing involves discarding or devaluing information that 
does not fit or align with the dominant or preferred frame 
(Elliott et al. 2003). Through this process, frames are used 
to sift through information and determine which elements 
of a particular problem are most important (Nisbet 2009). 
Thus, each frame highlights some dimensions of a problem 
as more relevant than others (Nisbet 2009). Because frames 
direct our attention to some aspects of reality while obscur-
ing other aspects, they promote specific ways of conceptu-
alizing problems and solutions, and thus privilege certain 
values and outcomes (Yung et  al. 2013). As a result, how 
one sees and defines a particular problem has a profound 
effect on the strategies and actions for addressing that prob-
lem, because problem frames embody the core assumptions 
about how to approach the problem (Bardwell 1991). Put 
simply, the way that we define or frame the problem shapes 
policy and practice (Collins and Ison 2009). More spe-
cifically, “frames…set a specific train of thought in motion, 
communicating why an issue might be a problem, who or 
what might be responsible for it, and what should be done 
about it” (Nisbet 2009). In the arena of wildland fire, Crow 
et al. (2017a) found that different problem definitions were 
associated with different solutions. In their analysis of Forest 
Service wildfire management, Schultz et  al. (2019b:3) also 
suggest that “problem definition plays an important role in 
both structuring decisions and framing solutions.”

Because particular ways of framing a problem empha-
size or highlight some ideas while excluding others 
(Druckman 2001), a dominant frame can constrain 
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political debate and limit policy options by implying that 
a particular way of defining the problem is more legiti-
mate (Jasanoff and Wynne 1998). In the context of fed-
eral lands, frames can privilege and legitimate the views 
and interests of particular groups over others (Yung et al. 
2010). At the same time, competing frames can both 
explain and drive conflict over the management of federal 
lands (Klyza 1991). Moreover, the way in which a prob-
lem like wildfire is framed can influence who participates 
in decision-making processes and the specific projects 
that are prioritized (Williams et al. 2012).

People often take the assumptions that underlie a particu-
lar frame for granted, rarely questioning or examining them 
(Cairney and Kwiatkowski 2017). However, if different ways 
of framing a problem are explicated, this process can expand 
people’s understanding of the problem and enable them to 
consider a broader range of solutions (Bardwell 1991, Gray 
2003). The process of “reframing” requires reflecting on dif-
ferent ways of conceptualizing a problem (Elliott et al. 2003). 
The findings described below help advance this type of 
analysis and reflection, by describing three different ways of 
framing the wildfire problem, and specifically the barriers to 
scaling up mitigation. Not surprisingly, these three problem 
framings were aligned with specific sets of solutions and 
investments, and reveal important tensions between differ-
ent approaches to advancing mitigation.

Methods
Study sites
This research is part of the Co-Managing Fire Risk Trans-
mission (CoMFRT) partnership, a long-term, multi-site 
research project focused on understanding approaches 
to managing wildfire risk across boundaries and at land-
scape scales, and how agencies, communities, tribes, 
and other stakeholders work together to reduce risk. 
To better understand barriers to scaling up mitigation, 
we examined national-level policy documents and con-
ducted in-depth interviews with wildfire actors working 
in North Central Washington and Northern Utah, and at 
regional and national scales in the USA. The Washing-
ton and Utah study sites were selected because both have 
recently experienced large wildfires, have extensive wild-
land-urban interface development, and have developed 
risk reduction measures intended to address wildfire risk.

North Central Washington encompasses the eastern foot-
hills of the Cascade Range, just a few hours from the pop-
ulation centers of Seattle and Spokane. Wenatchee (pop. 
34,000) is the largest community in North Central Washing-
ton and the county seat for Chelan County (population of 
about 72,000 people). Eighty-one percent of Chelan County 
is publicly owned (State of Washington 1999), the bulk of 
which is the Okanogan-Wenatchee National Forest. North 
Central Washington has experienced significant growth and 

amenity-based in-migration, spurring further development 
of wildland-urban interface areas.

The Northern Utah study site includes the eight 
counties that surround the Wasatch Mountains, where 
approximately 80% of Utah’s population lives. From 
Ogden to Provo, with the capital of Salt Lake City in 
between, the Wasatch Front is the most densely popu-
lated part of Northern Utah. Residential development 
is occurring in foothills and canyons with convenient 
access to the larger metro area, increasing the amount 
of infrastructure in close proximity to the National 
Forest lands.

Data collection and analysis
This study employed a mixed methods approach that 
included in-depth, semi-structured interviews (Hesse-
Biber and Leavy 2006) and document analysis. We con-
ducted 62 in-depth, semi-structured interviews with 
federal and state agency, local government, NGO staff, 
and tribes (see Table 1). For 42 interviews, an initial list 
of interviewees was developed through CoMFRT meet-
ings and contacts in Wenatchee, Salt Lake City, and 
Washington D.C. and expanded through chain referral 
(Brandenburg and Carrol 1995). Purposive sampling was 
utilized to ensure that a range of wildfire actors and per-
spectives were included in the research (Patterson and 
Williams 2002). An additional 20 interviews were drawn 
from a social network analysis (SNA) from Washington 
conducted by researchers at Portland State University 
(Nielsen-Pincus et al., 2019). Due to the COVID-19 pan-
demic, we were unable to conduct the additional SNA 
interviews in Utah. Further, despite the importance of 
tribes, cultural burning, and traditional ecological knowl-
edge, we were only able to interview two tribal members.

An interview guide was utilized to ensure comparability 
across interviews and also allow for emergent phenom-
ena (Hesse-Biber and Leavy 2006, Patterson and Williams 
2002). Interview questions focused on approaches to 
working across boundaries and scales, as well as opportu-
nities and challenges to scaling up mitigation work. SNA 
interviews also included questions about the network 
and collaboration.

Table 1  Sample characteristics

Regional or 
National

Utah Washington Total

Federal agencies 2 3 11 16

State agencies 6 8 14

Tribes 2 2

Local agencies 5 11 16

NGOs 2 12 14

Total 4 14 44 62
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To better understand how barriers to scaling up miti-
gation were conceptualized at the national level, we ana-
lyzed two documents, the National Cohesive Wildland 
Fire Management Strategy (the Cohesive Strategy) and 
the Cohesive Strategy Crosswalk and Strategic Alignment 
(the Crosswalk). The Cohesive Strategy, completed by 
the Departments of Interior and Agriculture in 2010 and 
revised most recently in 2014, seeks to advance collabo-
ration across agencies, organizations, communities, and 
landscapes to realize three goals: resilient landscapes, 
fire-adapted communities, and safe and effective wild-
fire response (The National Strategy 2014). Conducted in 
2016 by the National Strategic Committee, the Crosswalk 
reviewed progress under the Cohesive Strategy, providing 
a detailed evaluation of wildland fire work, with an inven-
tory of opportunities and barriers.

The interviews were recorded, professionally transcribed, 
and analyzed using NVivo 11 software. Both interviews 
and policy documents were coded through an iterative 
process that enabled a dialogue between the data and rel-
evant social theory (Layder 1998). Initial coding was con-
ducted by four of the authors, used a thematic approach, 
and focused on emergent phenomena (Rubin and Rubin 
2005). Codes were then refined based on existing literature 
and social theory. The mixed methods approach, using 
both interviews and policy documents, enabled us to iter-
ate between the two data sources during analysis. More 
specifically, the interviews provided an understanding of 
how a range of wildfire actors at various scales frame bar-
riers, whereas the two policy documents enabled us to 
identify official, national-level framings about barriers. In 
combination, these two data sources provide insight into 
how the barriers are framed and which specific solutions 
are advanced under different framings. After codes were 
refined and coding completed, the author team discussed 
the findings and outlined this manuscript, focused on the 
three framings described below in the results. To ensure 
intercoder reliability, the lead author then went through all 
of the data that was potentially relevant to this manuscript, 
recoded it, and organized it into the three frames below. 
Once the data was organized according to this framework, 
the author team determined that the analysis was sufficient 
to move to the writing stage of the process.

Results
Our analysis found three different ways of framing the 
barriers to scaling up mitigation, each emphasizing cer-
tain aspects of the problem and prioritizing certain types 
of solutions. Most of the people we interviewed empha-
sized only one of these three frames, but there were a 
handful of interviewees who focused on more than one.

The Usual Suspects: commonly cited barriers to scaling 
up mitigation
The Usual Suspects is a framing that tends to domi-
nate the discussion in both the Crosswalk and our 
interviews. This framing focuses on the following bar-
riers: (1) lack of resources, especially funding; (2) cum-
bersome and time-consuming policy and procedural 
requirements; (3) litigation that halts or delays imple-
mentation; and (4) lack of a shared understanding of 
the problem and solutions among the public.

Not surprisingly, lack of resources (particularly 
funding) emerged as a significant barrier. The Cross-
walk states that “funding for fuels treatments is scarce 
among all entities” (Appendix F6). Interviewees in 
both Washington and Utah frequently discussed lack 
of funding and lack of capacity, stating that existing 
resources are “not enough to keep pace” with wildfire 
risk and that lack of funding “is always a real chal-
lenge…a significant challenge.” And despite an inter-
est in sharing resources to build capacity, the current 
system for sharing resources for mitigation work, 
particularly for prescribed burning, was described 
by the Crosswalk as “inefficient and cumbersome” in 
comparison with the system for sharing resources for 
wildfire response and suppression (Appendix F2-F3). 
Interviewees agreed, saying that the mechanisms for 
billing across agencies that exist for incident response 
do not exist for mitigation. They explained that 
“there’s capacity in one place that another organi-
zation could use,” but these barriers often stymie 
efforts to share those resources. For example, as a 
tribal member explained, it can be difficult to com-
pensate tribal employees for conducting cultural 
resource surveys on federal land in advance of pre-
scribed burning. Further, while the recently expanded 
Good Neighbor Authority (GNA) includes mecha-
nisms for sharing capacity across agencies, challenges 
to using GNA remain (Crosswalk Appendix F5). For 
example, one Forest Service employee pointed out 
that the federal agencies could not, at the time, turn 
prescribed burning over to Oregon and Washington 
state agencies because state employees lacked the 
required training. Where barriers were framed as lack 
of capacity for implementation, the solutions cited 
included increased funding to treat more acres and 
better mechanisms for sharing resources and building 
capacity across agencies.

Policy was also regarded as a significant barrier. The 
Crosswalk states that “landscape scale restoration is 
often difficult to achieve due to the complex proce-
dural requirements of federal laws, rules, and policies” 
(Appendix E5) and that:
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Years can pass before collaboratively developed 
and approved projects can be implemented due to 
the various planning requirements and processes, 
and allocation of resources necessary to allow the 
projects to move forward. Ability to implement 
such projects on the ground in a timely manner 
should be increased. (Appendix F7-F8)

A local Fire Chief from Utah echoed this concern, sug-
gesting that federal regulations do not allow for some 
types of mitigation work, saying “so many people would 
love to harvest those dead trees or just at least get rid 
of them but I know federal regulations, they don’t allow 
that. They have a lot of other red tape that they have to 
cut through.” Similarly, a Forest Service employee cited 
the planning processes as “one of the largest barriers” 
because of “competing values” and the challenges of get-
ting “buy-in from the biologists and other specialists.”

Interviewees talked extensively about the lengthy envi-
ronmental impact assessments required by the regula-
tions that implement the National Environmental Policy 
Act (NEPA), arguing that the NEPA process is expensive 
and delays implementation of fuel reduction projects. 
Interviewees described NEPA as a “headache,” “one of 
our bigger frustrations,” and an impediment to collabo-
ration between state and federal agencies. A Utah state 
agency employee described how federal policy require-
ments made it difficult to collaborate with federal agen-
cies on large-scale treatments, saying:

We’re ready to go. And we can really implement 
something in a matter of months. And we’ve got to 
wait two years for the Forest Service to figure it out. 
Definitely a big headache, right? So, you move at the 
speed of your slowest person. So you have to shelf 
that idea, maybe, if we really want to collaborate.

One County employee complained that NEPA is a 
“pretty open door on objections” that “encourages too 
much engagement, too much participation.”

While NEPA was characterized as the primary policy 
barrier, air quality rules were seen as restricting pre-
scribed fire in both the Crosswalk (appendix E3) and 
among our interviewees, who explained that exceeding 
“parameters on particulate matter” was a “real chal-
lenge” and meant shutting down prescribed fires. Inter-
viewees also perceived the Endangered Species Act as a 
barrier to doing fuels work in areas with threatened or 
endangered species.

When policy was highlighted as the barrier, interview-
ees and the Crosswalk converged on a similar solution, to 
streamline policy requirements, in particular NEPA. The 
Crosswalk focuses specifically on the need for “actions 

that break down identified regulatory, process, and other 
administrative barriers and address critical success fac-
tors” (p 18) and calls for federal agencies “to expedite 
the planning/collaboration process to treat large land-
scapes” (CSF14-2) and to “seek relief from impediments 
in the Forest Service Planning Rule for fuels manage-
ment” (CSF14-5). According to the Crosswalk, “Alterna-
tive federal processes must allow more efficient and less 
costly processes that decrease the time needed for the 
necessary planning, and aid in the development of solu-
tions promoting large scale active management and fuels 
treatments” (Appendix F7-F8). Interviewees, including a 
Utah state employee, argued that the federal government 
should “speed up that process.”

Litigation was also regarded as a major barrier. Accord-
ing to the Crosswalk (Appendix F7-F8):

Federal laws and regulations, particularly the 
National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA), the 
Endangered Species Act (ESA), and the Equal Access 
to Justice Act (EAJA), have been used by groups…to 
limit or delay the implementation of these projects…
This will likely require new legislation or the modi-
fication of current legislation in order to allow col-
laborative, outcome-based solutions to withstand 
judicial challenges.

In addition, fear of litigation was believed to influ-
ence the types of projects that are proposed. One timber 
industry representative argued that the Forest Service is 
“afraid to sneeze without getting litigated, and they’ve 
had most of their tools taken away from them, or tied 
up so heavily in litigation that they just can’t get busi-
ness back.” One federal wildfire leader suggested that it is 
more fear of lawsuits than actual lawsuits, saying “you get 
this fear of lawsuits, and I think what they found is, yes in 
certain areas it’s very well founded, but in most areas it’s 
somewhat unfounded, and there’s not, percentage wise, 
as many of those plans that get challenged as we often 
would think.” The Crosswalk suggests that “new interpre-
tation and engagement with key partners can take advan-
tage of flexibility that currently exists, but may not be 
exercised for fear of litigation” (Appendix E5). In short, 
litigation was characterized as both delaying implemen-
tation and influencing the types of projects proposed. 
Thus, limiting litigation was seen as a way to address that 
barrier.

The fourth commonly discussed “usual suspects” bar-
rier was lack of public understanding. A state agency 
employee summed up a sentiment echoed by many inter-
viewees, saying that “increasing public awareness and 
understanding” was “critical.” According to a Forest Ser-
vice employee:
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We have a lot of members of our publics, people who 
live in our communities who have a very good, very 
nuanced understanding of fire’s role on landscapes. 
And we have a lot of other people that don’t have 
any context for it at all. And all they see is fire is 
bad…So, now we have conflict, this difference in the 
worldview about what the challenges are, and what 
reasonable solutions are.

This NGO employee described “misunderstandings,” 
saying:

I’ve heard crazy statements of people who really 
don’t understand the science of forest manage-
ment…like, “You’ve got to be kidding me, you’re 
going to harvest and right after harvest you’re going 
to light it on fire? I mean, what more can you do 
to the land to punish it?” They just don’t under-
stand how mechanical treatment followed up by 
prescribed fire is probably going to get you the best 
results for the fuel reduction…it takes patience 
to allow people at different stages in their under-
standing to develop a better awareness of what 
we’re all trying to accomplish.

Interviewees suggested that residents “don’t under-
stand” agency goals, believed that mitigation meant 
cutting down all of the trees, and worried that projects 
would reduce privacy. Both state and federal agency 
employees also argued that the public is not “accepting of 
smoke in the air” and described the challenge of “getting 
the public to understand, yes, it’s smoke now, but to pre-
vent catastrophe later.” In response to these challenges, 
the Crosswalk proposes increasing public acceptance of 
prescribed fire and improving public understanding of 
the role of fire (Appendix C-4) and timely educational 
messages to communities.

Agency‑Agency Relationships: inadequate organizational 
capacity to work across boundaries
While The Usual Suspects focuses on barriers that are 
external to the agencies, including lack of funding, policy 
requirements, litigation, and lack of public understand-
ing, Agency-Agency Relationships emphasizes barriers 
that are internal, including agency structure and culture, 
and relationships between agencies. According to this 
framing, the key barriers to scaling up mitigation are 
associated with working across organizational and juris-
dictional boundaries, including the following: (1) differ-
ent agencies have different missions and approaches, 
which can make it difficult to work together across 
boundaries; (2) agencies need to invest time to navigate 
these differences and build partnerships and trust, but 
they often do not have the capacity to do so; and (3) staff 

turnover limits agency ability to build the relationships 
necessary to work at larger scales across jurisdictional 
boundaries.

According to this Washington state agency employee, 
agencies “work differently…because of our missions” and 
not because of different policies or procedures. A For-
est Service employee in Utah similarly argued that “dif-
ferent agencies have different missions” which leads to 
different approaches to wildland fire. For example, both 
the Crosswalk (Appendix E5) and our interviewees char-
acterized the Forest Service as more focused on reduc-
ing risk in the wildland-urban interface as compared 
with the Department of Interior agencies. Interviewees 
also suggested that, in some regions, the Bureau of Land 
Management is more focused on protecting sage grouse 
habitat as compared with other agencies. Diverging mis-
sions and the locations of public lands influence these 
different approaches to wildfire.

In Washington, a local fire chief suggested they “just 
don’t have the same vision” as the Forest Service. They 
argued that local fire departments are more focused on 
protecting infrastructure and think about their manage-
ment in terms of a “circle that radiates from the struc-
tures out.” In contrast, they characterized the Forest 
Service as focusing on “a plot of land that’s maybe four or 
five miles from a structure.” A Utah Forest Service official 
contrasted a state agency’s mission to “put the fire out as 
quick as possible” with the Forest Service desire “to man-
age the fire to achieve an outcome.” These examples illus-
trate that while the agencies may share a goal of reducing 
wildfire risk, how that translates to specific actions on the 
landscape can look very different.

Even within an agency, differences across units can chal-
lenge efforts to work together. As this interviewee points out:

There’s a different mindset to first responders, and that 
kind of preparedness and response mindset or mantra 
doesn’t always jive with what the rest of the organiza-
tion in the Forest Service has going, who are, perhaps 
biologists who are managing a piece of ground for that 
particular interest, that particular program.

Thus, agency-agency partnerships may need to navi-
gate differences within as well as across agencies.

Different terminology can also inhibit collaboration. As 
this County Fire Marshall from Washington described:

Mid-summer, they [USFS] put out bulletins about 
going to stage two for fire designation. It just threw 
a lot of us for a loop because we just didn’t have a 
clue what they were talking about initially…It was 
done without any consultation of any of the folks 
here. It was like the gorilla in the room got their 
way right away.
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This individual also references the power dynamic 
when large federal agencies are perceived as calling the 
shots and county agencies have to catch up.

In addition to different missions, different 
approaches to wildland fire, and different terminology, 
agency staff indicated that they were focused on their 
own lands and jurisdictions and reluctant to tell each 
other how to operate. One Forest Service employee in 
Washington suggested that one of the “biggest” barri-
ers was the “attitude” of the Forest Service, which they 
claimed has a myopic focus on their own lands. They 
stated:

You can imagine that over many years now the 
Forest Service [is] used to doing things themselves, 
right? We rarely go ask people for help or work 
across boundaries. We just have a long history of 
taking care of the land that we’re responsible to 
manage and I would say that’s generally true for 
states as well…That’s just the way we’ve always 
done it…And it’s time to try something new. A dif-
ferent way of working together and that just over-
coming [what] I refer to as having an attitude.

This emphasis on autonomy was echoed by states 
and tribes as well. One interviewee who works on 
interagency efforts at the national-level explained that 
“our intent is not to tell one another how we’re going 
to operate.” A tribal forest manager described the tribe 
as “individual autonomous land owners” with “sover-
eignty” that means that federal and state agencies can-
not dictate how fire is managed on tribal lands.

Because the Agency-Agency Relationships fram-
ing defined the problem in terms of barriers to agen-
cies working together, this framing also emphasized 
the need to build relationships across different agen-
cies and approaches. One community wildfire leader 
in Washington argued that “it’s less even a matter of 
the policy and the mandates…it’s about relationships 
too.” They suggested that to “work together more effec-
tively…that’s a relationship issue, not necessarily always 
a policy or goal issue.” According to this Fire Chief from 
Washington:

When we have our meetings, BLM comes to the 
meetings, Forest Service comes to the
meeting, Parks comes to the meetings. So we do 
face time when there’s not an emergency. When an 
emergency breaks out there’s a little bit more of a 
comfort feeling…with somebody you break bread 
with. You know who they are…You establish a trust 
with that person and that’s really how we make 
things work here.

While this comment focuses on responding to a fire, 
many interviewees pointed out that these kinds of rela-
tionships would benefit mitigation work as well. Inter-
viewees also indicated that the incident command 
structure that makes collaboration work for fire response 
can impede collaboration on mitigation, because the 
“operational mindset of follow the rules, do what you’re 
told, don’t ask questions” can limit the innovation 
required for scaling up mitigation.

Given the need to build relationships that enable 
agencies to work together, some interviewees focused 
on increased capacity and resources. But rather than 
capacity and resources to expand fuel treatment to 
additional areas, they argued for capacity to build rela-
tionships and collaborate, again in order to work across 
different agency missions and approaches. As one 
interviewee put it, “collaboration moves at the speed of 
trust.” According to an interviewee from the local gov-
ernment in Washington:

Probably one of the biggest barriers is just time. In 
coordinating our communications so that we’re on 
the same page…it takes a lot of time to go and build 
a relationship with someone else. I could work in 
complete isolation, and stay busy every day of the 
week, working just within my jurisdiction, just for 
my residents, without any partnerships whatsoever. 
And so it takes us being proactive, and making time 
for partnerships. And a lot of people just don’t have 
it. I think capacity is a big issue. People’s plates are 
full, and they have to prioritize their jurisdiction, 
and their work.

A Utah Fire Chief confirmed this challenge, describing 
that building relationships with the Forest Service was “not 
my number one focus” due to lack of capacity. Some inter-
viewees, including this Utah state agency employee, sug-
gested that they needed “more consistent participation” 
and a “firmer commitment” by federal agencies as well as 
“federal agency leadership” “at the table” and “engaged in 
discussions to help prioritize where we want to allocate 
resources.” A local agency employee from Washington 
echoed this sentiment, sharing that some federal agencies 
do not “engage local practitioners” and do not show up to 
planning meetings, saying “we just don’t see it” and “when 
asked, we often get no response.” This interviewee went on 
to suggest that a lack of alignment between agency goals 
might contribute to this lack of engagement, wondering if 
perhaps “our priorities and [our] objectives [do not] meet 
theirs to where they should be at the table.” In other words, 
key partners need to invest time to develop shared priori-
ties, which requires navigating the different missions and 
approaches described above.
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Getting the “right people at these conversations” was 
seen as a priority by many interviewees. At the same 
time, a tribal forest manager wondered if participation 
was worth the “time and effort,” especially if they are 
“seeing a lack of results or maybe things are moving too 
slowly” and there are things they “could be doing back 
home that would make more of an impact.” Some inter-
viewees suggested that different agency priorities made 
it difficult to turn collaboration into on-the-ground pro-
jects. A local fire district employee explained that, “we 
collaborate really well on these ideas, but it’s getting the 
work on the ground that’s the disconnect.”

In this context, personnel practices and position 
descriptions were regarded as part of the solution. In 
some cases, local Fire Chiefs could not identify a particu-
lar person within the relevant federal agency whose job 
included working with local fire districts. As this Utah 
Fire Chief describes:

Our areas border one another yet we don’t have that 
discussion between our local jurisdiction and the 
federal level…we don’t have the working relation-
ship…or even the contact… to get on the same page 
necessarily, or to understand one another’s goals and 
the barriers that do stand in the way to achieve the 
goals. I would love to understand better why the For-
est Service has the rules they do in place…we could 
try to figure out a way around that, a way to address 
the problem in a different way.

One Utah state agency employee described the Shared 
Stewardship Strategy, a Forest Service initiative to part-
ner with the states on wildfire, by saying that “it’s kind of 
forced collaboration that I don’t think they [the Forest 
Service] have time for right now.” In a time and resource-
limited environment, individuals and agencies might 
understandably focus on what they perceive to be their 
core areas of responsibility. When this occurs, “partner-
ships and collaborations outside, that kind of takes a sec-
ond seat,” according to a local fire district employee.

Many interviewees argued that one of the key barriers 
to building effective partnerships between agencies was 
staff turnover. As one interviewee explained, “the chal-
lenges we have with retention, keeping trained, quali-
fied people here…[we’re] losing institutional knowledge 
at every level.” Frequent employee reassignment and 
turnover in federal agencies, particularly in the Forest 
Service, has been recognized as problematic (Davenport 
et  al. 2007). While routine reassignment can create a 
workforce with broad experience in a variety of contexts, 
interviewees argued that turnover can also compro-
mise relationships with partners. A tribal land manager 
explained how they “struggle” with staff turnover in the 
federal agencies, saying:

It seems like it’s a new face every year. So I have to 
build up that working relationship…We have some 
agreements in place. But it is a bit of a learning pro-
cess…people that you’re used to working with, you 
built a working relationship, there’s some comfort 
there, there’s some confidence there, some trust. And 
you have to rebuild that with someone new every 
18 months or so. That becomes problematic. And I 
just don’t think we move as fast as we could…But it’s 
places that you have a long tenured ranger or a long 
tenured forest supervisor who has a good working 
relationship with the tribe. And they’ve done some 
good things when those occurrences exist.

According to this interviewee, long-term working rela-
tionships enable on-the-ground, landscape-scale mitiga-
tion. A state agency employee in Utah talked about the 
“cyclical” nature of these relationships, saying that “all it 
takes is one line officer, somebody in leadership, the next 
FMO [Fire Management Officer] forester who doesn’t buy 
into these types of cooperative partnership approaches. 
And it could make things really difficult again.”

A local-level wildfire professional in Washington 
also talked about the problem of building trust with 
“migratory staff within the agency,” drawing a direct 
link between turnover and challenges in managing risk. 
According to this interviewee, “in terms of co-managing 
risk on the landscape, if you think you’re getting to know 
the person, you’re trying to collectively come to some 
understandings about how to work on the landscape. 
Then the person leaves.” Similar to the tribal land man-
ager above, this interviewee connects the ability to do 
on-the-ground work with relationships that are enabled 
by long-term tenure in particular positions. Interviewees 
in Utah described identical challenges, explaining that 
“a lot of turnover” and “churning” meant “constantly” 
rebuilding relationships and also directly connected these 
barriers to “this question of shared risk.” This framing 
illustrates the ways in which agencies themselves are cre-
ating barriers through the formal institutional structures 
that move staff frequently, and through a culture that de-
prioritizes the time-consuming activities of engaging in 
collaborative work.

Engaging the Public: barriers to meaningful public 
engagement
According to The Usual Suspects, policy requirements 
and public engagement are regarded as barriers that 
needed to be streamlined and limited. However, in 
the Engaging the Public framing, litigation and lengthy 
NEPA processes are regarded as a symptom of the prob-
lem, which is viewed as a lack of meaningful public 
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engagement. Thus, more robust public engagement and 
collaboration are advanced as the solution.

Interviewees who focused on this framing emphasized 
the need for multi-stakeholder collaboration. According 
to this Utah state agency employee:

Having these work groups in place, having it be a 
safe place where people can talk about fire, and 
wildfire risk reduction, making sure that the broader 
partners know one another, so it’s not just Forest Ser-
vice, BLM, and state fire staff talking to one another. 
There’s more participation and input.

The Crosswalk also envisions collaborative groups 
as an effective mechanism to build broad support for 
mitigation work, stating that “collaborative groups have 
proven to be extremely successful in developing con-
sensus in regard to federal fuel reduction projects” 
(Appendix F7-F8). Some interviewees suggested that 
collaboration could reduce litigation and the delays that 
often accompany lawsuits. As this Regional-level Forest 
Service employee suggests, “collaboration builds a com-
mon understanding and builds relationships that increase 
social license and social capacity…successful collabora-
tion in some places means less litigation.” A senior Forest 
Service employee in Washington concurred, saying:

I think the risk is not collaborating…it’s the hardest 
form of decision making you can have. It’s very time 
consuming…if we design into a project, it’s going to 
take some work and discussion to try to get our col-
laborative to support it…The alternative is not col-
laborating, and buzzing through the early part real 
fast, and then bogging it down in objections in court 
at the end. It’s one or the other.

In other words, they are suggesting that streamlining 
the initial planning process could increase the risk of 
litigation.

Interviewees also suggested that earlier public engage-
ment might reduce lawsuits. According to a Regional-
level Forest Service employee, the “agency needs to 
do a lot more work pre-NEPA to work with public and 
stakeholders to figure out what you agree on, so that by 
the time you do NEPA you don’t get sued.” Interview-
ees also argued that fear of litigation meant that federal 
agencies spent more time on NEPA than required. These 
interviewees contested the claim that NEPA needs to be 
streamlined, suggesting instead that NEPA is “not bro-
ken” and “not the barrier they think it is,” but that “fear of 
lawsuits” was motivating lengthy and cumbersome NEPA 
processes.

Collaboration was seen as a way for agencies to better 
understand the needs of the public as well as a way to 
change public attitudes. This Washington state employee 

explained the connection between policy, public attitudes 
toward mitigation, and collaboration in this way:

So in order to make that change you’re going to 
have to change rules and regulations. But primar-
ily, you’re going to have to change the attitude of the 
public. And the only way you’re going to do that is 
to get a collaboration of different organizations and 
individuals that are advocating for the same thing.

They are suggesting that collaboration can build a 
shared understanding of the problem and solutions, such 
that public views shift and policy change is possible. A 
Forest Service employee made the point that collabora-
tion can also help agencies understand local community 
concerns, using this example:

This community has a very low tolerance for smoke, 
and the reason they have a low tolerance for smoke 
is that when there is smoke in the air, tourists from 
the west side [of the state] do not come here… the 
entire tourist economy grinds to almost a halt, and 
[in] the short period of time that these businesses 
have to make money, that really makes them mad.

The two-way dialogue inherent in these kinds of 
engagements provided opportunities to share these types 
of concerns and to build shared priorities.

Interviewees also acknowledged that multi-stakeholder 
collaboratives require substantial investments to suc-
ceed. As one NGO employee who works across the West 
pointed out:

It takes 10 years to develop a group of trusted stake-
holders who can effectively co-manage programs, 
projects, multi-jurisdictional goals and objectives…
you have to start by creating a group of stakehold-
ers that form into a collaborative, that have a couple 
of leaders who can back each other up, and have a 
sustainable model, where these folks achieve incre-
mental accomplishments annually, and develop 
momentum.

These investments were believed to pay off in the long-
term as collaboratives built momentum through success-
ful projects and expanded the scale of their mitigation 
work.

Similar to Agency-Agency Relationships, this framing 
also emphasizes the lack of agency capacity to engage, 
but in this case the focus was on the need for engage-
ment with multi-stakeholder collaboratives and with the 
public more broadly. One community leader described 
the impact of this lack of capacity, saying “I don’t think 
they have enough money to do a damn thing…there’s 
not enough people to do the work that they need to do. 
I have reached out to the Forest Service on a number of 
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occasions and I’ve not even got a phone call back.” A local 
NGO-employee shared a similar sentiment, suggesting 
that “they are under water here. On the National For-
est there is no capacity remaining to engage in the com-
munity…Their budgets are small. They’re overworked 
and understaffed.” This interviewee also explicitly con-
nected a lack of engagement with job descriptions and 
capacity, saying “It’s nobody’s job and nobody has time…
There’s just no one around this table because they don’t 
think they have the time or the capacity.” They went on 
to suggest that agencies invest in collaborative capac-
ity and specifically positions that focus on coordination, 
suggesting that “Other ways would be to actually invest 
in our people, our collaborative and coordinating capac-
ity. Jobs like…don’t exist because they are hard to fund, 
and they are even harder to convince an agency that it’s 
worthwhile.” Thus, lack of capacity does not simply hin-
der the ability of the agencies to plan and implement fuel 
reduction projects, it also limits the ability of the agen-
cies to effectively engage the public. Again, echoing the 
Agency-Agency Relationships frame, high rates of agency 
staff turnover were believed to compromise collabora-
tion, especially given how long it takes to develop a suc-
cessful collaboration.

Discussion
As Bardwell (1991) aptly put it, “there are many ways 
of looking at the problem, many paths worth explor-
ing, and rarely is there one ‘right’ solution.” Burns and 
Cheng (2007) caution against the assumption that 
there is agreement on wildfire problem frames. How-
ever, familiar mental maps and biases toward existing 

assumptions make it difficult to see past favored prob-
lem framings (Bardwell 1991). Frames can be quite 
stable and even “locked in” (Elliott et at. 2003). Fur-
ther, individuals often only pay attention to one par-
ticular way of framing a problem and take for granted 
the assumptions that underlie that framing (Cairney 
and Kwiatkowski 2017). But when people develop new 
ways of understanding an issue, they can shift frames 
and reveal new ways of solving a problem (Gray 2003). 
Reframing or redefining a problem can help people 
examine the “problem space” in ways that expand the 
range of solutions that they consider (Bardwell 1991). 
Reframing requires reflecting on the different ways of 
viewing a particular problem (Elliott et al. 2003).

In this study, we examine three different ways of fram-
ing the wildfire problem (see Table  2). Each of these 
frames privileges the solutions that align with a particular 
problem definition, and places blame and responsibility 
on different actors. The frames legitimize and prioritize 
some solutions, while devaluing and excluding others.

The Usual Suspects focused almost entirely on barri-
ers that are imposed by actors outside of the federal land 
management agencies, barriers such as lack of adequate 
resources, cumbersome policy and procedural require-
ments, delays due to litigation, and lack of public under-
standing. The solutions—increase funding, streamline 
NEPA, limit litigation, and educate the public—rest on 
the assumption that the agencies need more resources 
and fewer restrictions to develop and implement mitiga-
tion projects at a faster pace. The problem was defined as 
external to the federal agencies and thus solutions often 
depend on other actors, from Congress to the public.

Table 2  Barriers and investments advanced by different framings

a Most of The Usual Suspects solutions require action on the part of Congress and other external actors
b Note the similarities in Agency-Agency Partnerships and Engaging the Public solutions, most of which could be accomplished through internal changes to agency 
structure and culture that emphasize public engagement, partnerships, and collaboration

Framing Barriers Investments/solutions

The Usual Suspectsa Lack of capacity/funding Increase resources for fuel treatment
Develop mechanisms to share resources

Procedural delays Streamline NEPA/policy requirements
Limit public engagement

Delays due to litigation Limit litigation

Lack of shared understanding Educate the public

Agency-Agency Partnershipsb Different agency missions make it dif-
ficult to scale up to landscape-level

Increase agency capacity to partner and negotiate across agency differences 
to design and implement cross-boundary projects
Promote relevant skills through position descriptions, training, and evaluationLack of capacity to partner

Turnover compromises relationships Rethink career ladders and promotion systems

Engaging the Publicb Lack of meaningful public engagement Invest in forums for deliberation, including pre-NEPA collaboration and NEPA 
public engagement to build shared understandings and public support, and 
reduce risk of litigation
Promote relevant skills through position descriptions, training, and evaluation

Lack of capacity to engage public

Turnover compromises relationships Rethink career ladders and promotion systems
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If the problem was framed in terms of the need for 
agencies to collaborate across jurisdictional boundaries, 
as in Agency-Agency Partnerships, organizational bar-
riers were privileged. Here barriers were related to the 
ways that agencies are structured, from position descrip-
tions to promotional systems, and how those structures 
constrain the development of effective cross-boundary 
wildfire work and the scaling-up of mitigation. The 
assumption here is that scaling up requires that agen-
cies work together, to both increase the spatial scale of 
mitigation and to build on each other’s strengths. As a 
result, the solutions were largely internal to the agencies, 
focused on the need for increased capacity to navigate 
different agency missions and approaches, and to build 
agency-agency partnerships and trust. These findings 
align with previous research documenting that different 
agency goals can limit cross-jurisdictional wildfire work 
(Meyer et  al. 2015), that agencies need to proactively 
address conflicting mandates and priorities (Flemming 
et  al. 2015), that managers view collaborative forums 
and federal-state agency relations as key to addressing 
barriers in particular places (Schultz et  al 2019a), and 
that strong partnerships can promote collective action 
to address wildfire risk across jurisdictional boundaries 
(Charnley et  al. 2020). Since agencies cannot typically 
compel one another to act, they need the capacity to 
negotiate a shared understanding of the problem and to 
co-develop priorities and work plans. Based on this fram-
ing, potential investments include building agency capac-
ity to partner; addressing staff turnover by rethinking 
career ladders and promotion systems; and promoting 
relevant skill sets through position descriptions, train-
ings, and performance evaluations that emphasize col-
laborative and partnering skills.

The Engaging the Public framing shifts the focus toward 
collaboration beyond the agencies, and barriers that 
limit public engagement and multi-stakeholder collabo-
ration. Here, lack of public support for scaling up miti-
gation is assumed to be a result of limited opportunities 
to develop a shared understanding of the problem and 
to collaborate on wildfire mitigation. The solution then 
is to invest in forums for deliberation and mutual learn-
ing, early on during pre-NEPA phases as well as through 
the NEPA process. The assumption here is quite different 
from The Usual Suspects, which advances education as a 
way to build public support, suggesting there is a correct 
way of thinking about wildland fire and mitigation work. 
In contrast, Engaging the Public assumes that shared 
understandings are negotiated and developed through 
dialogue, and thus the need for meaningful public 
engagement and collaboration. Again, this is in contrast 
to The Usual Suspects, which argues that NEPA “encour-
ages too much engagement” and that planning processes 

should be expedited. Further, litigation is not viewed as a 
barrier in the Engaging the Public framing, but rather as 
a symptom of the problem. In the absence of meaningful 
ways for members of the public to engage with decision-
making, the only recourse is to litigate the projects that 
they oppose. The assumption here is that early, meaning-
ful public engagement and collaboration can reduce liti-
gation and the delays that often accompany lawsuits.

To address the challenges of competing problem defini-
tions, Schultz et al. (2019b) recommend a “meta-frame” 
that integrates across different ways of framing the prob-
lem. Perhaps the most important synergy across the 
frames is the need for building collaborative capacity to 
share resources and enable agency-agency partnerships, 
meaningful public engagement, and multi-stakeholder 
collaboratives. Sturtevant et  al. (2005, p. 29) identified 
the critical need to build capacity for collaboration back 
in 2005, stating that “the Forest Service is chronically 
short of funding for collaborative efforts, and what fund-
ing is available is inconsistent” and specifically citing the 
need for dedicated staff time and incentives in perfor-
mance evaluations. Schultz and Moseley (2019) suggest 
a number of ways to build collaborative capacity, includ-
ing positions dedicated to coordinating across land man-
agement agencies and air quality regulators to advance 
prescribed burning; federal grants for states, tribes, and 
communities to pursue locally appropriate solutions; 
state funding for air quality monitoring and permitting; 
and staff specifically assigned to collaborations. They also 
point out that “approaches that invest in places where 
collaboration exists also may leave behind communities 
without capacity, making it critical to address how to 
build capacity where it does not already exist” (Schultz 
and Moseley 2019:39). Thus, meaningful efforts to build 
collaborative capacity need to focus on a suite of actors, 
including but not limited to federal agencies, as well as 
communities with different types of capacity. Further, 
recent research on wildland fire recommends stake-
holder engagement, multi-stakeholder processes, strong 
partnerships, and increased deliberation (Charnley et al. 
2020, Schultz et al. 2019b, Wilson et al. 2018), suggesting 
that these processes influence which solutions are “politi-
cally possible” (Wilson et al. 2018).

Investing in collaborative capacity requires the recog-
nition that building partnerships, shared understand-
ings, and public support take time and resources. And 
because of the time and investment required, collabora-
tive work is often depicted as in tension with the urgent 
need to scale up mitigation. As such, the different frames 
described above could be characterized as competing, 
given limited resources, and the assumption that part-
nerships and collaboration take longer than more tradi-
tional unilateral approaches to planning. This sense of 
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competition is exacerbated by the urgency of the wildfire 
problem or “crisis,” and the need to address fire risk and 
scale up mitigation as quickly as possible. In the context 
of this urgency, instead of carefully examining the prob-
lem and the suite of potential solutions, the dominant 
frame may prevail and constrain investment to a narrow 
set of actions, which might fail to address all of the rel-
evant barriers.

Further, the scale, scope, and urgency of a worsen-
ing wildfire problem means that while solutions like 
streamlining NEPA and reducing litigation are incred-
ibly tempting, they may compromise public support and 
increase litigation, constraining efforts to scale up miti-
gation. As the agencies attempt to scale up mitigation, 
the appropriate role of litigation will likely continue to 
be debated. Ostergren et al. (2006:380) characterizes the 
debate around appeals and litigation, public engagement, 
and agency decision-making as “particularly fierce” and 
argues for “more accessible, less legalistic avenues” for 
public engagement. However, litigation and appeals pro-
vide the public with mechanisms to hold the agencies 
accountable and ensure that they follow policy require-
ments intended to protect ecosystems and public health. 
Thus, the option to litigate may provide an important 
avenue to contest proposals in a democratic system. A 
recent study in Idaho by McIver and Becker (2021) found 
that collaborative projects were more likely to be liti-
gated, which contradicts claims made by our interview-
ees that collaboration reduces litigation, pointing to the 
need for additional research on the relationship between 
collaboration and litigation.

If investments in collaborative capacity help agencies 
to scale up mitigation across jurisdictional boundaries 
and build projects that have broad public support, then 
perhaps slowing down in the short-term to invest in col-
laboration will ultimately enable a long-run increase in 
the pace and scale of on-the-ground mitigation work. In 
other words, if the agencies play the long game and invest 
in collaborative capacity, they might be able to go slow to 
go fast. Taking time to build a shared vision across diverse 
partners and publics may ultimately result in more on-
the-ground fuel reduction, more effectively scaling up 
mitigation work over the medium to long-term. How-
ever, the assumption that partnering and collaborating 
delays on-the-ground work may itself be flawed. McIver 
and Becker (2021) found that collaborative projects 
in Idaho treated more on-the-ground acres, realized a 
more diverse set of objectives, and were accomplished 
with more efficiency, as compared with more traditional 
projects. McIver and Becker (2021) argue that their 
research “dispels conventional wisdom that land man-
agement agencies must sacrifice efficiency for greater 
public involvement.” These findings are promising, but 

additional research is needed to determine when, where, 
and how investments in collaborative capacity influence 
the pace and scale of on-the-ground mitigation.

But perhaps the focus on the pace and scale of miti-
gation obscures a more fundamental contradiction 
between the frames. The Usual Suspects envisions 
wildfire as a technical problem with solutions that 
are mechanical and biophysical, emphasizing on-the-
ground fuel reduction. When we reframe and focus on 
the need for partnerships and collaboration, the wild-
fire problem is also a social and political problem that 
requires wading into the messy and unpredictable world 
of communities, organizations, and public debate. If all 
of these frames are to some extent “correct,” and simply 
privilege different aspects of the problem, then we need 
to understand and invest in the most effective solutions 
to address social and political barriers, just as we need 
to understand and invest in the most effective ways to 
reduce fuels and address biophysical fire risk.

Conclusion
Agencies have limited resources to invest, millions of 
acres where wildfire risk needs to be addressed, and a 
lack of clarity regarding how to prioritize investments. 
Reframing the wildfire problem through careful analysis 
of different problem definitions can illuminate why some 
solutions are favored over others and how investments 
might better address the full range of barriers. Although 
funding for wildfire mitigation is being expanded through 
efforts such as the recently unveiled 10-year plan, the 
scope of mitigation is still daunting. Beyond funding to 
treat additional acres, investments could target changes 
that build agency capacity for public engagement, effec-
tive partnerships, and multi-stakeholder collaboration, 
which would increase the reach and impact of mitigation.
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